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Mexico's Roman Catholic bishops are in the national spotlight because of controversial statements
regarding the upcoming congressional and gubernatorial elections and an ongoing feud with a
former attorney general regarding the handling of an investigation of the assassination of former
Guadalajara Bishop Juan Jose Posadas Ocampo.
The controversy regarding the Catholic Church's role in the elections erupted after Bishops
Felipe Aguirre Franco of Acapulco, Florencio Olvera Ochoa of Cuernavaca, Mario de Gasperin of
Queretaro, and Jacinto Guerrero of Tlaxcala called on Mexican Roman Catholics not to support
candidates who favor abortion or same-sex marriages in the upcoming July 6 congressional and
gubernatorial elections. The statements would have received little notice in the media if not for two
legal complaints filed by the newly formed political party Partido Mexico Posible (PMP).
In the complaints, filed with the Secretaria de Gobernacion (SEGOB), the Procuraduria General
de la Republica (PGR), and the Instituto Federal Electoral (IFE), the PMP said the bishops were
violating Article 130 of the Mexican Constitution, which prevents Mexican church officials from
openly campaigning in an election. The Constitution guarantees the clergy the right to vote in an
election, but strictly prohibits them from publicly promoting a candidate or position.
PMP leaders acknowledged that the bishops did not mention the party or any of its candidates in
their statements, but they said the bishops' statements were a direct attack on the party's platform,
which advocates abortion rights, decriminalization of marijuana, and homosexual rights. "The
Catholic Church still has too much power and too much influence to be involved in these public
policy issues," said PMP general secretary Wilfrido Salazar after the party filed its first complaint in
late May.
In a second complaint filed in early June, the PMP also included Bishops Luis Gabriel Cuara
Mendez of Veracruz, Ramon Godinez of Aguascalientes, and Cardinal Juan Sandoval Iniguez of
Guadalajara. In the complaints, the PMP asked federal authorities to levy fines on the bishops for
their alleged constitutional violations. An individual violation is subject to a fine of as much as
800,000 pesos (US$76,000). PMP leaders said they may also bring a complaint to Vatican officials. "It
is important that the Vatican be aware that some of its ministers are becoming involved in electoral
matters without having the legal right to do so," said PMP leader Patricia Mercado Castro.
SEGOB said there was enough merit in the 10 complaints received to date against the bishops to
conduct an investigation. "We have been in contact with the Conferencia del Episcopado Mexicano
(CEM), which represents all the country's bishops, to reiterate that electoral matters are entirely the
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domain of political parties, candidates, society at large, and not the church," said Interior Secretary
Santiago Creel.
Still, Mexico's top Catholic Church leader, Cardinal Norberto Rivera Carrera, defended the right
of church leaders to make the statements because they were not directly becoming involved in an
electoral campaign. "They were only referring to principles that are fundamental to our beliefs, such
as the right to life," Rivera said.
Rivera suggested that the CEM would seek reforms to the Constitution to allow clergy more leeway
in expressing their positions. But the bishops' stance was criticized by leaders of other Christian
denominations. Arturo Farela Gutierrez, president of the Confraternidad Nacional de Iglesias
Cristianas Evangelicas (CONFRATERNICE), described the statements of Catholic leaders as
"desperate and ambitious acts" intended to bring the CEM more political power.

Debate centers on separation of church and state
The PMP's complaints drew attention to the ongoing debate about the Catholic Church's role in
Mexico's political life. While the latest controversy involved statements by the bishops regarding
abortion and homosexual rights, some Catholic Church leaders have also drawn strong criticisms
for their outspoken defense of the rights of the poor in Mexico. For example, Bishops Samuel Ruiz
and Raul Vera were soundly criticized for defending the rights of indigenous communities and the
poor when they served in the San Cristobal de las Casas Diocese in Chiapas state (see SourceMex,
1997-11-12, 1999-12-01 and 2000-01-19).
Some Mexican bishops have also been outspoken about other issues, such as the country's unfair
economic structures and violations of human rights for Mexicans seeking jobs in the US (see
SourceMex, 2002-11-20. As recently as late May of this year, Bishop Domingo Diaz Martinez of
Tuxpan used one of his sermons to call for "a greater percentage of the budget to be used on behalf
of migrants, the poor, and the marginalized" in Mexico. Diaz Martinez did not mention any political
candidates or the elections, so his stance was not criticized.
Regardless of what issues the bishops and other church leaders are promoting, their public
statements continue to be viewed with suspicion by Mexican politicians and many citizens. The
PMP's complaints have drawn the three largest parties, the center-left Partido de la Revolucion
Democratica (PRD), the former governing Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI), and the
governing conservative Partido Accion Nacional (PAN), into the debate on the separation of church
and state.
The issue has greater importance this electoral year because the vote is expected to be very tight in
many elections. Recent public opinion polls show that none of the three major parties is expected to
gain enough votes to control the Chamber of Deputies, with races in a handful of districts expected
to be key in the July 6 election (see SourceMex, 2003-05-14). Humberto Musacchio, a political analyst
for the daily newspaper Reforma, said the positions put forth by the PMP are supported privately
but not publicly by a broad spectrum of PRD and PRI members. "Because of this hypocrisy of the
PRD and PRI members, it was healthy for the PMP to bring the issues to the electoral table," said
Musacchio.
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PRD, PRI also appeal to bishops to stay out of politics
The PRD entered the debate by joining the PMP and two other small parties, the Partido
Convergencia por la Democracia (PCD) and Partido Liberal Mexicano (PLM), in filing an official
complaint against the bishops with SEGOB and IFE. "We have a great tradition of laity in Mexico,"
said PRD president Rosario Robles Berlanga. "Therefore, it is incumbent on the IFE and SEGOB to
intervene to guarantee equity in the campaign."
Other PRD officials went one step further, accusing the bishops of attempting to rally the citizens
behind the PAN, which has had a loose relationship with the Catholic Church. "We are worried that
we are in the midst of an intense campaign by the bishops to organize illegal campaigns on behalf of
the PAN," said Juan Guerra, the PRD's secretary for electoral campaigns.
The PRI, which has been at odds with some Catholic bishops through most of its history, also joined
the PMP in criticizing the bishops' statements on abortion and same-sex marriages. "We view
with strong concern the willingness of some bishops to make these statements, and hope this does
not become the collective position of the Mexican Catholic Church," said PRI President Roberto
Madrazo Pintado.
The PRI president called on the CEM to respect the position of all citizens, regardless of their
religious affiliation. Still, some PRI legislators have found themselves at times defending the
Catholic Church. Deputy Manuel Anorve Bolanos, one of the PRI floor leaders in the lower house,
called the controversy created by the bishops a "storm in a glass of water." He said legislators must
determine parameters to better regulate comments by members of the clergy, who "cannot be
prevented from engaging in political issues."

PAN supports right of bishops to free speech
As expected, the bishops gained strong support from many members of the PAN. Party president
Luis Felipe Bravo Mena and other PAN legislators defended the bishops' right to free speech.
"Personal and human rights should be above any norms," said Bravo Mena, who suggested the PMP
complaints were simply a ploy by the party to obtain the 2% of the total vote necessary to retain its
registration for the 2006 election.
PAN Deputy Alfredo Botello Montes, who represents Queretaro state, went as far as to offer to
pay any fine that is levied against Queretaro Bishop de Gasperin. The PAN is not unanimous in its
support for the bishops. Many legislators from the center-right party have joined with colleagues
from the PRI and PRD to urge SEGOB to monitor statements from Catholic clergy more closely to
prevent violations of the Constitution.
PAN legislators also said they would not support a CEM request to change Article 130 to remove
the constraints on clergy participation in direct campaigns. "The Constitution established a line
separating church and state," said Alejandro Zapata, who leads the PAN delegation in the lower
house. "This line must be respected." This position is supported by most political commentators.
"The bishops as pastors are entitled to say what is right or wrong about society," said Enrique
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 5

LADB Article Id: 52717
ISSN: 1054-8890

Canales, a columnist in Reforma. "But they must not refer to any party nor to how citizens should
vote."

Bishops urge government to reopen Posadas assassination probe
The controversy on the bishops' role in the elections followed another very public controversy
involving the Mexican bishops. In late May, the CEM wrote a letter to President Vicente Fox urging
the government to reopen the investigation of the assassination of Cardinal Posadas Ocampo in May
1993. Posadas Ocampo was shot 14 times at close range.
A two- year investigation concluded that Posadas was the victim of mistaken identity in a war
among drug traffickers, although no one was ever charged in the case. Catholic Church leaders, led
by Posadas' successor Juan Sandoval Iniguez, continue to cast doubts on this theory. They contend
Posadas was not caught in cross fire but was murdered by high-level officials in former President
Carlos Salinas de Gortari's administration. This theory is based on allegations that a senior Salinas
aide warned Posadas to keep his mouth shut about information he had uncovered linking senior
politicians with the drug trade and prostitution.
Sandoval first requested that the investigation be reopened two years ago (see SourceMex,
2001-06-13). The cardinal says subsequent private investigations have uncovered further evidence
that the murder was ordered by high-level officials in the Salinas administration.
Other members of the CEM and some politicians have supported the cardinal's allegations, leading
to the letter to the Fox government to fully reopen the investigation.
The CEM presented the request in a letter brought personally to Los Pinos presidential residence
by Sandoval and fellow Bishops Luis Morales Reyes of San Luis Potosi and Abelardo Alvarado
Alcantara of Mexico City. "There is a lot of proof...that leads us to conclude that we are faced with a
crime of state, prepared, organized and with the participation of state security forces," said Jalisco
state legislator Fernando Guzman, a member of the PAN.
Guzman, an attorney, is involved in the investigation because his client is the wife of Posadas'
driver, who was also killed in the incident. Guadalajara bishop, former attorney general renew nasty
feud The request for a new investigation has led to a very public and nasty feud between Sandoval
and Jorge Carpizo, attorney general during the Salinas administration.
Shortly after the release of the new CEM letter to Fox, Carpizo demanded that the PGR investigate
Sandoval and Jose Maria Guardia, administrator of the Archdiocese of Guadalajara, for possible
involvement in money-laundering and the drug trade. He described Guardia as the "czar of the
casinos," hinting that the two men obtained money through involvement in gambling operations.
"[Sandoval] is a very wealthy man," Carpizo charged. "This wealth must be explained."
Carpizo's charges drew a quick response from Sandoval, who denied any involvement in gambling,
money-laundering, or the drug trade. "All one can say about [Carpizo] is that he took part in the
assassination of Cardinal Posadas, and that is why he is making these statements," Sandoval said in
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a television interview. "He wants to prevent this matter from being cleared up because he is the one
who managed the operation to kill the cardinal."
The CEM letter, dated May 13, asked for the PGR to give deputy attorney general Maria de la
Luz Lima Malvido greater flexibility in conducting the investigation. Lima had cited serious
irregularities in earlier probes, including police obstruction and the disappearance of over 1,000 key
documents. But Lima Malvido, who had received numerous death threats for her previous role in
the investigation, resigned from her post on May 30, citing "personal reasons."
Attorney General Rafael Macedo de la Concha said Lima Malvido's resignation did not have
anything to do with her past involvement in the investigations of the Posadas case. He promised that
the PGR would look at new evidence that has been brought to the PGR.
Some political commentators like nationally syndicated columnist Sergio Sarmiento raised
doubts that the new evidence is sufficient to disprove previous investigations. He noted that all
investigations conducted after the initial probe by Carpizo have uncovered no evidence of a plot.
In particular, he cited the probe conducted by former special investigator Pablo Chapa Bezanilla in
1994-1996.
Chapa was investigating the case with an eye on finding a link between the deaths of Posadas and
those of former presidential candidate Luis Donaldo Colosio and ex-PRI official Jose Francisco Ruiz
Massieu.Colosio and Ruiz Massieu were both murdered in cold blood in 1994 (see SourceMex,
1994-03-30 and 1994-10-05). In all three investigations, Chapa Bezanilla was operating under the
theory that the deaths might have been ordered by Salinas.
"Chapa Bezanilla would have liked nothing more than to prove the charges presented by Cardinal
Juan Sandoval Iniguez, that Carlos Salinas de Gortari or another powerful individual was behind
the assassination of Cardinal Posadas Ocampo," said Sarmiento. [Note: Peso-dollar conversions in
this article are based on the Interbank rate in effect on June 4, reported at 10.53 pesos per US$1.00]
(Sources: Reuters, 05/22/03; El Financiero, 05/21/03, 05/23/03; The Dallas Morning News, 05/30/03;
Associated Press, 05/23/03, 06/01/03; El Sol de Mexico, 05/21/03, 05/27/03, 05/28/03, 05/30/03,
06/02/03; Epoca, 05/26/03, 06/02/03; Notimex, 05/17/03, 05/20-23/03, 05/26-29/03, 06/01-03/03; Agencia
de noticias Proceso, 05/18/03, 05/26-30/03, 06/02/03, 06/03/03; CNI en Linea, 05/20/03, 05/21/03,
05/27/03, 05/28/03, 06/02/03, 06/03/03; Milenio Diario, 05/07/03, 05/22/03, 05/23/03, 05/27/03, 05/29/03,
05/30/03, 06/02-04/03; Reforma, 05/19/03, 05/20/03, 05/22/03, 05/27-30, 06/03/03, 06/04/03; La Jornada,
05/19/03, 05/22/03, 05/23/03, 05/28/03, 05/30/03, 06/03/03, 06/04/04; El Universal, 05/19/03, 05/22/03,
05/23/03, 05/29/03, 05/28/03, 05/29/03, 06/02-04/03; La Cronica de Hoy, 05/27/03, 06/02- 04/03)

-- End --
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